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SCHOOL OF JOURNALISM, UNIVERSITY OF MONTANA
FALL 2019 T. ANTHONY POLLNER SEMINAR: Longform

Journalism & The Business of
Freelancing
JOURNALISM 494 Mondays & Wednesdays / 11 am - 12:20 pm / Don Anderson Hall 301
Instructor: Leah Sottile
Email: leah.sottile@mso.umt.edu or leahsottile@gmail.com

Office: Don Anderson Hall 429 // Office

phone: 406-243-2256 // Mobile: 971-334-0387
Twitter: @Leah_Sottile
Office hours: Tues & Thursday, 12-2 p.m. and by appointment whenever you need me. I’ll
be spending a lot of time in the Kaimin offices, so if you can’t find me, drop by the Kaimin.
You can also call me, or text me at reasonable hours.
The Course:
The purpose of this class is to analyze longform journalism through a literary lens, while
also exploring how to work as a freelance journalist. This class will focus on honing three
skills essential to anyone who wants to demystify how longform journalism is made:
reading, writing and talking to people. I tend not to think about journalism in terms of a
“beat,” but as a way to explore themes or categories. This class is structured into several
units that concentrate on specific themes: Place, Gender & Sex, Profiles, Justice, Historical
Context, Essays and Tension. Within each unit we will read, write, pitch and, of course, talk
to people.
What I Expect:
It is one of the greatest honors of my journalism career to be asked to come teach at the
University of Montana for the next few months. I live and breathe the First Amendment,
and it is of the utmost importance to me to provide support for the next generation of
journalists. I believe if you give your all in the finite time we have together, and open
yourself up to the creative journalistic universe I have planned for us to explore together,
you will come away from this a better writer and reporter. This course exists because one
family believes in the power of storytelling, and of having professional journalist like
myself come share knowledge with you. I will not waste one ounce of their goodwill, and I
won’t let you either. I promise, this will also be fun.
REQUIRED TEXTS: Most

of the reading materials for this course are found online, and in
the cases that they’re not, I’ll hand out old-fashioned paper.

SOME RULES:
The obligation of a journalist to abide by ethical standards is, perhaps, more important
than it has ever been in our country’s history. A long list of cheaters and frauds have made
it to some of the top jobs in journalism, eventually going down in flames. If you think I’m
kidding, please read the stories of The New York Times’ Jayson

Blair, The

New Republic’s

Stephen Glass, and Pulitzer Prize winner Janet

Cooke. (We’ll talk about these people in
class.) Academic misconduct will get you into some serious problems with the University.
And, frankly, plagiarism is lazy and lame, and won’t get any sympathy from me. Here’s the
code of conduct: http://life.umt.edu/VPSA/student_conduct.php..
• Old Work: You will only produce new work for this class. Don’t use things you’ve written
for other classes class, the Kaimin,

 your internships, your hometown paper. It’s a school
policy. Also, lame.
• Deadlines: There is no excuse, in my mind, to be late. I have never once missed a
deadline, and for this reason, I am able to work as a journalist; if you miss deadlines, you
won’t work as a journalist — no matter how talented you are. If you are attacking a story
correctly, however, you will have enough time to anticipate any crises that may arise. I will
run this class just like an editor would — meaning I am willing to counsel you through any
issues that arise with your stories in advance. Advance

 is the key word here. Let me help
you along the way. If you turn in an assignment late, you’re going to get penalized.
Journalism’s a brutal industry. Let’s get you ready for it now.
• Accessibility and Accommodations for Students with Disabilities: The university is
committed to making this course accessible to otherwise qualified students with
disabilities. Please see me to request reasonable program modifications. The Disability
Services for Students office can help us with this process. For more info:
http://life.umt.edu/dss.
• Phones, iPads, etc.: For longer than any of us can fathom, homosapiens walked the
planet without the assistance of Google telling them where to go. They were a species that
existed without aching pains in their necks from craning over a device, without the rattle
can sound that is YouTube, without Mark Zuckerberg. Let’s allow ourselves some respite
from these devices: we’ll put them in airplane mode, pile them by the door and not think
about them for the entirety of class. For one hour and twenty minutes, we will feel free.
• Be respectful of unpopular opinions: We’re going to read stuff, and write stuff, that
some of you will loathe and some of you will love. That’s ok! Debating the merits and flaws

to a specific piece of journalism is healthy. I will ask you to have respect for your
colleagues, even if a piece of work raises your blood pressure.
• Sleeping in Class: I’m

a big proponent of sleep! Just not in my class.
Graduate Increment
For those of you who are graduate students, I’d like you to lead class for one session apiece
on different pieces of longform journalism related to science, environment or climate. I’d
like you to each set up times with me to discuss what reading you will be leading the class
in discussion on, and what topics you’d like to make sure to hit on.
Grades:
-

25 percent of your final grade will be based on class participation, and by that I
mean: attending class, participating in discussions and doing the readings.

-

25 percent will be on minor assignments — small things that you’ll turn in and get
100 percent, or that you won’t turn in and you’ll get a 0 percent.

-

50 percent is based on the writing assignments you’ll turn in.
• 1000-word place-based assignment (15 percent) - Pitch due Sept. 3; Assignment
due September 11
• 3000-word profile (15 percent) - Pitch due October 2; Assignment due October 14
• 1000-word historical context piece (10 percent) - Due November 6
• Final project and pitch (25 percent) - Pitch due October 23; Draft due November
22; Assignment due December 13.

And, for the record…
90 - 100 percent: A
80 - 89 percent: B
70 - 79 percent: C
60 - 69 percent: D
50 - 59 percent: F
CLASS SCHEDULE OF TOPICS (Very much subject to change, so please consider
Moodle the end-all-be-all for what’s actually happening in class)
Monday, Aug. 26:  Introductions; Start to “Place” unit

For next time (Aug 28), I’d
 like you to email me introducing yourself, telling me why you
are a journalism major and something interesting about yourself. (Consider this a "minor"
assignment, for which you will either get 100% or 0%)
Reading assignment for next class:
Place reading #1: Joan Didion for The

Saturday Evening Post (1966):

“Some Dreamers of the
Golden Dream”
Wednesday, Aug. 28: Didion discussion; The Elements of a Good Pitch
Reading assignment for next class:
Place reading #2: Sam Anderson for The New York Times Magazine (2016): “David’s

Ankles:
How Imperfections Could Bring Down the World’s Most Perfect Statue”
Please email me with a pitch for your place-based assignment by September 3. Place
assignments will be due on Sept 11.
Monday, Sept. 2: NO CLASS, LABOR DAY.
Tuesday, Sept. 3: Place-based pitches due in my email.
Wednesday, Sept. 4: Anderson discussion
Reading assignment for next class:
Place reading #3: Sonia Smith for Texas Monthly (2014):


“Sinners
in the Hands”
Monday, Sept. 9: Smith

discussion; Workshopping any issues with assignments
Reading assignments for next class:
Place readings #4 and #5: Tim Egan from Lasso the Wind (1999): Chapters 2 and 7
Writing assignment due next time (9/11): 800 word place-based assignment
Wednesday, Sept. 11: Wrap-up place unit; Egan discussion
Place assignments are due today
Reading assignment for next class:
Read all of your colleague’s place-based assignments for next class

Gender & Sex reading #1: Elizabeth Bruenig for The

Washington Post (2018):


“What
Do We
Owe Her Now?”
Monday, Sept. 16: Place

workshop roundtable
We’ll workshop our place assignments today.
Reading assignment for next class:
Gender & Sex reading #2: Vanessa Grigoriadis for Rolling Stone (2008): “The

Tragedy of
Britney Spears”
Wednesday, Sept. 18: Bruenig and Grigoriadis discussion
Reading assignment for next class:
Gender & Sex reading #3: Casey Parks for The

Oregonian (2017): “About

a Boy” (this is a
three part series — read all three parts)
Monday, Sept. 23: Parks

discussion (special guest Casey Parks via Skype TBD)
Reading assignment for next class:
Gender & Sex reading #4: Angela Garbes for Topic (2019): “The

Babyland Diaries”
Wednesday, Sept. 25: Garbes discussion (special guest Angela Garbes via Skype)
Reading assignment for next class:
Gender & Sex reading #5: Wil Hylton for The

New York Times Magazine (2019): “My

Cousin
Was My Hero Until the Day He Tried to Kill Me”
Monday, Sept. 30: Wrap

up Gender & Sex; Hylton discussion
Reading assignments for next class:
Profile #1: Ijeoma Uluo for The

Stranger (2017): “The

Heart of Whiteness”
Please come prepared with a pitch for your profile assignment to discuss in class on Oct. 2.
Wednesday, Oct. 2: Start to Profile Unit: pitch session
We will pitch in class today.
Reading assignments for next class:
Profile #2: Rachel Kaadzi Ghansah for GQ
 (2017):

“A
 Most American Terrorist”

Monday, Oct. 7: Ghansah

discussion
Please consider coming to the free public Pollner lecture tonight!
Reading assignments for next class:
Profile #3: Gary Smith for Sports

Illustrated (1991): “Shadow

of a Nation”
Profile #4: Michael Kruse for The Tampa Bay Times (2011): “A
 Florida Woman
Disappeared, But She Never Left Home”
Wednesday, Oct. 9: Wrap up Profile Unit; Smith & Kruse Discussion
Profiles are due next class.
Reading and listening assignments for next class:
Justice #1: Pamela Colloff for ProPublica (2018): “Blood

Will Tell, Part 1” and “Blood

Will
Tell, Part 2”
Begin listening to Bundyville
Monday, Oct. 14: Start

to Justice Unit; Discuss Blood Will Tell 1 & 2
Profiles are due.
Reading assignments for next class:
Please begin reading all of your colleague’s profiles and be prepared to give them feedback.
Continue listening to Bundyville in preparation for our visit with Ryan Haas
Wednesday, Oct. 16: Making podcasts with Ryan Haas of Oregon Public
Broadcasting/Bundyville
Reading assignments for next class:
Justice #2: Joseph O’Sullivan for The Seattle Times: Readings TBD
Monday, Oct. 21: O’Sullivan

visit (pending)
Please turn in a pitch

 for your final project by Oct. 23.
Reading assignment:
Justice #3: Heidi Groover for The

Stranger and The Seattle Times:
Read: Groover, for The Stranger (2018) “Evicted

Over $49” and (2017) “Is
 a Tarp a Home?”
LISTENING assignment for next time:

Justice #4: Madeleine Baran for APM Reports: “In
 The Dark, Season 2” (There are 11
episodes, so start listening now)
Wednesday, Oct. 23: Groover discussion
Your final project pitches are due to me today.
Reading assignment for next class:
Justice #3: Rachel Monroe for Esquire (2018): “The

Delay”
Listening assignments for next class:
Finish In the Dark
Monday, Oct. 28: Monroe

and In the Dark discussion; Start to Historical Context unit
Wednesday, Oct. 30: TBD
You will write a historical context piece, which will be due by November 6.
Reading & listening assignments for next time:
Historical context #2: John H. Richardson for New York Magazine (2018): “Children

of Ted”
Monday, Nov. 4: Richardson discussion
Next time, your historical context piece will be due.
Wednesday, Nov. 6: Reading TBD
Please turn in your historical context assignments today. Next time, come with feedback for
your colleagues.
Monday, Nov. 11: NO CLASS
Wednesday, Nov. 13: Historical context workshop
Please be prepared to discuss your colleague’s historical context assignments.
Reading assignment for next class:
Tension #1: Peter Frick-Wright for Outside Magazine (2016): “What

Happened to Eastern
Airlines Flight 980”
Listening assignment for next class:
Tension #2/Essay #1: Peter Frick-Wright for The Outside Podcast (2018): “He

That is Down
Fear No Fall”

Monday, Nov. 18: Frick-Wright Discussion
Reading assignments for next class:
Historical context #3: The 1619 Project and/or TBD
Wednesday, Nov. 20: More historical context discussion
I’d like a draft or outline of your final project by Friday, please.
Reading assignments for next class:
Essay #2: Hal Herring for High

Country News (2016): “Darkness

at the Heart of Malheur”
Essay #3: Lindy West from Shrill (2016): “The

Perfect Body is a Lie”
Friday, Nov. 22
Final Project Draft needs to be to me by this day.
Monday, Nov. 25: Herring/West essays discussion
Wednesday, Nov. 27: NO CLASSES, THANKSGIVING TRAVEL DAY
Monday, Dec. 2
TBD
Wednesday, Dec. 4: Last Day of Classes!
We’ll talk about everything we discovered together these last few beautiful months.
Wednesday, Dec. 13: The Very Last Day to Turn in Your Final Project

